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The winds that reach the plateaus of Patagonia from the
Andes are dry in the main and readily absorb any surface water
over which they blow. The few lakes that exist east of the
sub-andine zone are therefore liable to get dried up periodically,
leaving saline deposits in their beds, which become re-dissolved
in part or entirely when the water returns with the succeeding
rainy period. Depressions of this type, whether small or large,
are known in Patagonia, as in the Chaco, as salitrales. Over wide
areas in the central zone from the Colorado to the Gallegos a
great deal of the surface water gets collected in these salitrales
whose margins are even more unfavourable to vegetation than
the surrounding areas of higher ground that drain into them.
Nor are salitrales confined to those parts of Patagonia which
have no recognizable drainage to the sea, for they are found in
some of the broad and deeply trenched river valleys, especially
towards the Atlantic.

The small rainfall of most of the Patagonian area comes
mainly in the winter and is associated with depressions which
travel eastwards from the Pacific. This seasonal concentration
favours evaporation during the season when the sun is strongest
and accounts in some measure for the general aridity. Towards
the south, however, in Southern Santa Cruz and in Tierra del
Fuego, there is a tendency to a summer maximum, and the con-
ditions there are accordingly more favourable to pastures than
in Rio Negro and in Chubut. In the last two territories fresh
water is found only in scattered localities and under special
conditions; either in the valleys of the permanent rivers, or in
the depressions called mallins which are sufficiently well provided
with water to have an outlet, or along the edges of the basaltic
lava sheets resting upon impermeable strata, where rain water
that has worked through the cracks in the lava finds its outlet.
The vegetation in these three more favoured types of situation
contrasts by its greenness and variety with the prevailing grey
and xerophytic vegetation of the plateaus. In sheltered positions
willows and brushwood plants manage to maintain themselves
in strips and patches, particularly in Neuquen and in the northern
districts of Rio Negro.

There is naturally a fairly close connection between the
amount of the rainfall and the distribution of supplies of fresh
water. Thus salitrales are the rule wherever the former is
less than 200 mm. (8 inches) and give place to mallins in the
eastern and western zones where the rainfall is greater. The
provision of drinking water for live stock is a difficult matter
in a region in which great distances separate the various places
where there is permanent fresh water. To some extent supplies
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